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ABSTRACT 

Hodern linguistic research shovs that the language of 
America is that spoken by all residents of the Anericas, with many 
varieties influenced by other national languages (e.g., Spanish, 
African, American Indian) . In addition, linguistic research has 
resulted in tvo competing theories about teaching standard English: 
that teaching standard English to a dialect speaking c^ild enables 
him to succeed in activities dominated by the vhite middle class 
(bidialectalism) , and that such insistence on the teaching of 
standard English is racist. This dilemma indicates the real problem 
to be ethnocentrism, not racism., which is merely a subcategory of 
ethnocentrism. The vicious cycle of an ethnocentric society may be 
broken both through the growing awareness that not only is black 
beautiful but all ethnic groups are beautiful, and through a learning 
of the standard form of the language of America. (JH) 
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. s hf.: c; a b ook *.v'h i •:: i » ?: '. . o u id :vo a f c once r r. zo all nj^ior .1 can 1 i c; u i .s u s a n d 
. .Kj 1 i :.: . ; u »ik c i L) r , ^ "Ml c uqh s o far i z ha s bee n no r i c od b y r? o w h c ho lar s 
except: thc^<3L //ft« rested in co?. or.ial Arr.eri ciir.a^ '"he r.amo ol: i he bock !:• 
A Key I ntr^ Lan$juaQ& of Ar-^O;- -a ^ v/ritcer. by Roger V/iliiains^ a • New 

Snglci X. I'urftan miO»sier^ Ifc^*^/ and just issued in a definitive edition 
. s 'u . « 1%' i i 1 i a m & cri , : na i. 'i y piib lis he d h i s b ook barely two I v e yc ctr s 
. f te 1 ne had ar r i v<2 d i n r/nc r i can colonies an d on ly e iq h t ye a r s a f re r 
h: had beer, ban.i>; fro-^^ Massachuseuts Bay for his insistance on relj.gaoii:> 
rreev^.-j.?,* Ir. 'A'as afrer he e?-; ablished a colony in Providence, Riiode Xs-.anci, 
:\ . .at he . je c am^^ act: i t y i o vo wo.d in m i s s i o nary work am o nq t he N arac r. nsei t 
Indiw^ns ^/*d l..:c,:'ne<i to love faotih their language and their culture, hi.s 
K^fcy tnv.^ t.:'-^ i^an^uaqe £[f A...urica is an anthropological and linguisv.ic srudy 
a': t;-.;- . iar a<.j a r. series :ic is ..ost significant that in a day when we are fignt- 
* . -.g r ?i c I -5 tn - n d e z •■. ; . • . "C e n rr j in la ng uage a t: r i t ude s v;e can read a col- c I 

;thcr .vho -'cn^iders the lariquaae of Anierica to be nou the language of . tine 

;.-,..'it » -^h - i>r"..:.scs/ bvit ;:r.e language of the native inhabitants. 

Xt: should be ob'.**;Ou to ovoryone here that his is not the mosT: preva- 
lent v\g:^j of' t:he Language ox. A..;c;ricar even today, with the exception of som.'- 
schcl^rfl: in anthropology^ li;:guistics/ and related fields. To many^ inciud- 
i;.g many educated Arr.er ic^r^s , -th.- American language is increly a corrupt version 
o: Birltifth £:^iglish. To OL -.ur?^ specially x.o English xieach-^. -. the language 
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soeak ar.r teach in : .oir cj.assr.-.o:ns . . tnose wno 



are not £nv^.l i«h treacners/ ±he language of ^^morica is of-cen ;--,o;..e Idealized 
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" .sirfv^' ' l';:. ^v.;.v s". v;;iic;' L..oy only i.^pcivf cic i:. j.y C;i. :...^vr» :.Cj/ . : . 

rhat "pdr fc:^': :: w;-.:^ c :s taucrhT iii schools by hi rig lis h ;.oac.^ar:> ar.d. 

\: ',C: Ls::ii'C\.^'i:c\. oi: rrorior li:\quisi;ics has , ■ of : coiurse , sho^v:; all. o;^ 
•::heor"ict£ :o ivc ..;:.c:c::':ablo . Ti'.o languacjCi of A:riC:ric:a i^oas r.oc cor.sisr. iri OJ'iu . ,y 
tj-ooG dialec:: ar.ci r.any ir.fcrior ones. I'.z is perhaps closor ;:o Roqcr V/illiar:iS !; 
dofir.ici on than ar.y . or/nor ; ciie languac/o of America, as I v/i ll use cho . phrase 
hero, :s zhe. lancjuatfe spokon by al:l rosidenr:j of t.ho Ajnor ic.*^s , unci ii^rho 
concexr of papur, specifically residents of the United States, recjard- : : 

less of thu^ir origin, -Its n^any varieties have obviously been influoncod . by 
British ;::r;glish , buu th.ey nave also been influenced by Spasiisn , by American 
Indian languages, by A.frican languages , and by innuivier able other: national 
l^.nguciges . ' 

"■Jh.at I wane to discuss here is a probleni Americans have been v;res cling 
v/ith f or aln^os t three: centuries . : Ever since Williams V , book v;as firr-: r pub-. . 
lished there, has been a controversy over v/hether American illng lis h ii^> :.one 'v^ '■ 
-/^nolithic star^dard- that should be imposed upon everyone . (cercainly many cfi 
Williams ' contemporaries felt-London English v;as the only proper language ■ . 
ror Americans )v or v/hether it is an ; inf inite variety of viable dialects . 
The problem is / Which point of view do; we accept? And then what do v:e do ^ ■ 
abour - people v/ho live in America but who don Vt : speak what someone else 
(English teachers in pa.rticular) ^ think is,: t:he language of America? For example 
what do v;e do about- the middle-class teacher in an urban, ghe tto . school who 
•insists Johnny correct his so-called black dialec t:and learn so-called standard: 
r:nglish? ! Some people v/ould say don't do anything—that.' s exactly v/h.at the 
::f:achor .-:-5hould insist upon.: Those v/hc: nolc i:he opposite pot . . of vi-jw, hov;- ■ 
over, : . r.c: chat attitude to ho ^acisu — forcing the v;hite man^s standards and.K;--; 
r vjcr. ! rements on zhe black child. 



black children. Those ocUvcacional psycholcgistis , as i:r,e rosuli: of sorriG:, 
rafher sp'^vr icurs "re^^icarcV; , " hc^d eoncluded zr.ar. childror. of rnlriOr i lv cul- - 
cureo, espec Lcilly ;3lacks / did ViOz have a fully developed la:-iCjL-;a.ge than v;as.: 
capable of coixT^iir^ ica c.ing conepiiual a.r.ci - abstract ideas , ^ and -^hat diac liri- 
guiszic def iciency v;as line resulu cf an ii'ifer ior i culture . I.inquiscic re- 
search, has Ictrqely evaporated nhat niyzh, and ceachers cf i-Jncrlish are : : = 
begi::ning to recognize rhar. ■ all dialec c.s are equally viable linguistic - ■ 
syscems, and that zho problerTi :.is one o 1: a 1 1: i t ude s : t Qv;a r d o che r dialecus/ 

noc che^- dialec t: s nheinselves- . r--;- 

Whether or nor racism v;as really "che cause of Eereirer' 3 conclusions 
is debatable. The poinr. is, ehat his theory is no . longer accepted by rlih- ; 
guisuS though unfortunately it is -scill accepted ;by :many English teac"r:crs . : 
;. The research of Unguis uS> and xhe substitution of : facts about Ian- , 
guage for myths r has resulted in two couipeting theories about' teaching 
standard English, One , .of ten called the "bidialectal" theory , recognizes ^ 
xhat while all dialects of English: are ; equal frorn a Unguis tic point :Of:: ' ■ ' 
view, . they are not equal from a social point of : view , : Therefore/ if J or.nny. 
is going to succeed in school , - industry , and business dominated by niiddle- - 
class v;hites/ he -v/ill need ^to learn the dialect of that class — else h.e is" 



l.ovoi wo ::c.r, z^c.c\ c/. i l.'.ro:". '^o bo bidialcc cai as v:cil J;.: v;-.: c<:.r. "cc-.j;.-., 
SC.V/ :^ovicc;;:-A.wOr ica:v :;;:i^:ionctv be b 

Buu choru is ci group of linguists/ mosu: vocally OumeH; Sledd, who :^avc:- 
turr. accused The bid: aloe call sns of being racists> : and , as Sledd calla 
r.heT., v;hico- sunve::.acis ls . If you really believe ^.11 dialecL:.- are ecLtal, 
Sledd argues, nhen ic :3 worse r.han hypocricical .zo ask children zo learn 
nho suancard dialect even as a second dialect, since t-ha'c only parpeuuat.es 
the elitist attitudes of our sociery- — instead we should encourage every ; 
child to retain his native dialect and put our energies into educating ::hu. v.' 
: public not to be; pro judiced against orher; dialects . 

Noa' how do we solve this dilerra^ia? It is possible to read all thie-, 
literature on both sides of the question, and the only conclusion v;e rr.igirt 
craw is that each is calling^ the other a "racist . I want to propose: a ; : i ■ 
v/ay out-of the di leinHia: I believe the prcbleni is not one of racism; direic tlv/ 
but a rr.uch broader and deeper ' problera of ethnocentrisrn, ; and that the ; issue 
of;:racisr:i is In fact a red herring , - diverting us from a: viable solution. 
Perhaps if v/o can transcend the naiTie-calling of ;S lead and his, opponents 
wo can find a real key into .the problera of the language of P.:r>crica, 

■ Before I go any further, ;.. let me define, those tv;o hicjhly volatile terns, 
v?'racisni''' and Vethnocentrisrn. Obviously the; words have many meanings in ^ : v 
T.any different contexts. Therefore I am going to define the v/ords with very 
strict linitations for the purpose of this discussion. 

= ■■ Sthnocentrisrn I take to ^ meanings: First, it is thu 

belief that one culture is innately superior to another and therefore so' are ^ 
all the manifestations 'of that culture, including language. Second, wh.ether 
■ or not that . conscious belief exists, ethnocentrism still can exist in • the . : i 
form o f an or i e n ::a t ion , ■ or a s tance~we can : be . so blinded by our ov;n culture- 
-.h.r. v;.; onr.:.ot c:-:-e . v.:\o valu^': of anoti-:er culture* Third, e thncccj:": . r i :-tri often 




positio:-.. 

•<acis::i is :;;ora difficult to define— for. o:-;e rh.vng it: has loi-,t izs ii:rJO- 
fr.lncss becaufic if. han becor.e so charcjed wirli connotat:ior..s of v.'incr.r.ur. us • 
Furti'.er / I bo lie vo v.'r.o uorm racis:n I'ias spurious semantiic c,.:a.lii:iGa;.ions 
siniply bcca'.^so c'nere has nover been a satisfactory scientific doscripcicr, 
of race as disrincc fror.i ouher categories inuo which homo sap.i ens has b.,:ei"i 
divided. Nevorr.l-^olass / in popular ;:orrns rAcial qroups arc: r/r.or;«i wV-ioV. arr: 
set: off by cerwair. physical characteristics— -skin color for exaniple — v/hicr» 
are not necessc^rily distinguishable among other groups. While I prefer 
not to use the term, r.herefore/ it is necessary to doal v;ith it here. 

Therefore I will define racisni in parallel fashion to e thnocen tx-.ism, 
remembering that racism is really a subcategory of ethnocentrism anyway: 
racism is popularly, first, the belief that one race, whatever that term 
means exactly, is superior to another. Second, it is the s I'.a r.ce of blind- 
ness v/hich limits our point of view so that we can see only our own race as 
good and all other races as bad. And third, racism often means the attempt 
to perpetuate the lower economic or cultural status of the group looked dovn 
upon. • ' 

Let me now proceed with my argument that the key to the Sledd-bidialec- 
talist controversy lies in the use and misuse of the term '*racism." 

There have been innumerable articles and books written about the prob- 
lem. Let's look at a couple representative samples. Last year. College 
English published an excerpt from a book by J. Mitchell Morse, The Trrele - 
vent r:nqlish Teacher , which shov/s clearly that negative attitudes tov/ard 
m i n or i t y " v ar ie t i e s of t he A mo r i c a n 1 ang uage ar e generally e t n o c a n t: r i c , and 
only Inc identall*.' racist:. :-*o::.-;e hai:\ t:his to :i:ay about Black •■::.^r]. i : 
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purposes woil. cannon sorva zho purpose of free r;.cv;'. ar;cl 

wo:rie r. . ? os g v;h o v/ou Id po r po't uc; ::e i c are r oma n r- ic i s ;:s c 1 i. ng - 
iiiq corrupuior. . ( Col loc}0 E nql ish ^ March, 1973, p. 839.) 
Clearly, tio y.orso, iSlack English is i\o'c the languc;.c:e of Aiuerica, Thoro 
iii; for hiir. , as for Carl Bcreizer, only one language of AiTicrica, imd chat 
i.s t'r.o so-Cc;llod sea r.da.rd H:r.glish perpouuaccd by uho schoolii. 'ilut it 
iiT.por*cant to nocc tv;o chings about Morse's atritude. First, ho is not an 
educational psychologist, as Bereiter was; he is a professor of litera- 
ture, and a highly respecrcd scholar and vrriter. For that reason he is 
a good deal niore influential among English teachers than Bereiter v/as. 
The second poin'c is this: like 3 ore iter / Morse never conderr.ns Black 
English because it is spoken by blacks, but rather baG£iuse it is spoken 
bv oeoole who are descended fron^. slcives and whose culture has been sorely 
undeveloped. I submit rhat Morse, and others like him, is guilty not: of 
racism, but. of ethnocentr ism . 

A parallel situation has exisred for a long time among neachers of 
Spanish-American students. In is interesting that the same assumptions 
are often miade by teachers in the southwest that the culture of the Mexican- 
American is inferior to that of the dominant upper^^-middle class culture. . 
Clearly here there is no question of race, and yet teachers' negative atti- 
tudes toward their students' language-learning abilities have been strongly 
influenced by their belief that the child's culture is inferior. Spanish 
children in the southv/est are often put into classes for the retarded be- 
cause they do so poorly on I.Q. tests v;hich require them to use English 
v;:*.en mc;;-.y of them never hear English until they get to school. The same 

f ':o :i:c:r:, has hapt^onod ::o black children in urban schools v;ho have 



boon :::^o\^c:':\z v.o /.avo !i ov; licjorxe bocauso choir l.Q. scoros arc 1gv;~;:.:.C: 

I,Q. ros::s, of cov:rso, wr.! i;"on i.n a cialoct aiid roflocrinc; a culuuro diiror- 
onu frcni ti*;0 acuclonts', 

0:;o noro peine should servo to iilusura*ce that: tho problem of racisni 
in lancjuavjo is not: our real problon^, Un*cii very recently^ tho An;orican 
luclcing pot: has been assumed to be the ideal of American culture, Tho pub- 
lication last year of Michael Novak's The Rise of tl:e Unmeltablo n:t.}-:nics is 
a sign of r.he tin^.os, >io longer do v/o need to see tho culture of America 
as a r;.eiuing of all differences into one homogeneous set of values— -of 
course/ Arrierica has never been that anyway. It's just that nov/^ it seeiVis 
to me/ we are able to recognize that crucial fact and build on it positively. 
Likewise v;ith language— wo have always been very concerned that che language 
of America be a homogeneous thing / and we have pretended it is so whev. it is 
not/ D'y ignoring the differences. 

It is only recently that the ethnocentrism displayed by Bereiter/ Morse 
and many others is beginning to give v;ay to the ' insights we have received 
from linguistic research. English teachers and professors are becoming 
more av;are of the value of all languages / and of all varieties of dia^lects 
of a language. Many of them are able^ with the linguists/ to recognize 
that the language of America is not a monolithic entity as described by 
the innumerable Websters and English school grammars. These academics have 
•lost at least their conscious ethnocentrism about language and so for them 
the dilemma really revolves around this issue: • assuming all dialects are 
equally good from a linguistic point of view, but recognizing also that there 
is a recognizable standard variety of that language that the public at large 
believes is better than all the others / what do we do? Do we teach chi.-aren 
tho standard dialect as a second dialect/ in order to give him the 2;ecessary 
tools for survival in a society v/hose values are large. .• ethnocentric even 



thouwj:-. c^urs -.oz? C\: cio \',\: rofuso zo con)pro:^isa our ov;:; beliefs cir.d ;:ai.l 

the child ::hau since VciL:iei:y of vl^o language of America is jvisu good 

as all orr.er variecies^ chore is r.o reason for hin ro learn i:ho r.;rai.dard 
dialec-c — tc do so v70Uid be co::iproniisiny his erhniciuv or "racial" idon-cic.y-^ 
v;a are back zo the debate betiv/een Sledd and the bidialoc calisrs • If chey 
cannoi: fairly call wricers like Morse racist, then how indeed can they call 
each ocher racisms? 

Sledd believes that those who want to reach standard ?:nglish as a second 
dialect: (uhe bidialecnalists) are racism because they are perpetuating the 
belief t.hat standard English is superior. It is true, as Sledd poin-cs out, 
that a black child will be prejudiced against on the job marker even if 
his mastery of the standard dialect is impeccable. So, I might add, will 
a Mexican or an Appalachian whize. Bur it is also rrue than he will be 
prejudiced against even more if his language reflects to the prospective 
employer the culture which the employer is prejudiced againsr. 

The most vocal resistance to Sledd 's theory comes from blacks and or.her 
groups whose children speak dialects which the schools consider non-srandard. 
In my own contacts v;ith the Decroit Public School system, and in my contacts 
with scudenns, I have found many people who express the same feeling as 
the following editorial published in the April, 1971 issue of The Crisis , 
which is the official publication of the NAAC?: 

"the new cult of blackness has spawned *many astounding 
vagaries, most of them harmless, some of them intri- 
guing, and others merely amusing. One v;hich has recently 
gained a measure of academic and foundation recognition is 
not only sheer nonsense but also a cruel . hoax v;hich, if 
allov;ed zo go unchallenged, can cripple generations of 
black youngsters in uheir preparation to compete in the 
o:>on :r.arket v;ith their non-Negro peers. ... 



■vha;^ owe c!;:i.lciron ai^d o;.:.wir dir.Advai'iua.jC;cl 

An^orican chilj^rL::-. ai-p Spanish-speak- 
ing, A^ian, Appaicvchian, and i:r,rrdcjrant Caucairjiar.--i<:. 
craining in basic English whvch today is as near an in- 
torr.atiiorial lancjuago as any in th.e v;orld. To atrernpr. 
to lock thcr.i into a p^'ovincial patois is zo lirr.i'c zhoir 
opportunities in the world at large," (Quoted in 
College I^nglish , Jan., 1973, p. 532,) 
I cislike his use of the terrr. "basic English" and "provincial pacois" be- 
cause it reflects the notion chac there is one English that is better -cl'ian 
every other. Nevertheless, there are two things of crucial iraportance in 
this editorial. First, the editorialist, and ho is typical of othorj:i v/no 
grey up speaking a non-standard form of the language and had to master the 
standard forrr*, is himself insistent that his children be taught the stan- 
dard. Second, he sees the problem not as one of racism, but as a problem 
of ethnicircy — we cannot accuse him of being ethnocentric, certainly, be- 
cause he is aware that the same problem exisrs for all speakers of the 
language of America who do not belong to the group who grov/ up speaking so- 
called standard English. 

v:hat conclusion, then, can we draw from all this? Let me suggest 
several* First, both bidialectalists and maintenance theorists like Sledd 
have used racism as a red herring to steer us away from the real problem. 
V7e obviously have a problem of ethnocentric attitudes tov/ard language in 
our society which causes most people outside of academia to conceive of 
uhe language of America as a homogeneous entity and therefore to see all 
ncn-standard varieties as inferior. Nov/ it is very easy for Sledd to call 
uho bidialectalists racist because he feels they are perpetuat;: racism, 
.::.,;v;:-.:-o whdv, the problem is much Goepc:r than that. LikGv;i:-:o , it is 



' ... ■■ ;■. ■■■■■ ■■■ • ■ ■■■ ■• : ■ ^■ - ' . ■ ■ : : ..■ ::■ . 

■ • ■ : : ■■ : ■■■ . . .. ' ' ^ . . i-. ' ■ ^'y-: ^: i^^-^^^V ' -^^^ ■ 

v;ouj.c; r;cop ;::..LJiC>: Civilo.ro;. uro::; ciln\bi-;; uho social and oconon^ 

V.:. . ■ \ ■ ■ : ■ ' - ' i ■ 'v-.-.M:;:: ■■ 

; : 3oc:h are n^iss i::cj poi:-' r^c;- l::o issue is nou a .racikl iawa: cU: s-:!!,^ 

■ .. ■ ^ ■ : ■ ' ' . - -f ■ ■ . ■ ..' ' ■ 

;■ chough ic-' obviously has raciai ' ovor tones . lu ■ is a ■ .;-robic.;: -i^Uzitlik. ^ 

vider a-G deapor tha:^ cVio.^, a probicn; o£ a society uhat: i:ii larcjc-ly othro- 
V cor^rric/ • (cind :Whac ; s celery .is nor? signs of the -times arc nor only • 
. :. thar>BIacV .= is;rbeau^ bur;::rhat '?oiish -is beautiful and Ukranian is 
^^:..:boauuifi;l and aralia:v:is'boai;tiful aj-id Appalachian American -is beau c if ul. '"y 
:, Bur all rhese beauriful people neverr^^^^ learn uhe standard . 

: ■ forn^i: of "che lancjuacie of An^erica . I ruaintain thar if v;e are not v/illing 

•uo :reach rhem that / if v/e say in 'our . of cen sntug ; niiddle-class liberalism \ 

chat trhey should maintain their present dialect, xhen v;e are: niaking iv. ■ : : 
; difficult to : over break the vicious cycle of ethnocenrrism . For. young • 

people roday; will hopefully grow up being 1^ rhelr 

parents; and having Vaconimand of 'both :rhe and the erhnic 

-^-z ■ :i ^-.^-^''^ " " - ' ■ . ■ 

-dialect:, they may .be: in a position xO:^ fight ethnocenurisin.:^ And who knows,' ■ 
. in sortCi disrant-American Utopia maybe- e that -che;:;: 

::;-langua:ge;;'of /.-^^ r-re eciually,;;^ 

good, and it will not be necessary ^o barrlc about racisir. and eur»nccen- ■ : = ■ 

rriciry. • 3uu v;e are not living in rhat- Utopia yet. .'The key into rhe ; 

language s.of:^=Vmerica. in :.the:-20th ;centuryv:.^ me, ;is uhe uncerstand- 

. ing tnari/our ; language^ is ^a ; diverse;; one ,iixhat: the be respected: 

' . : ' ■ . : , ^ ^Tl ' ■ .V-'' ' '! 'itf T'-^'t ..^M . ' [f-^^ 

and. perhaps, encouraged, but that . in order to dvercomo ..tne ; ethnocentricity 
rampant today v;e must give; all people the chance to transcend that^ othho- ■ 



: centricity not by niolting . into, some hdniogeneous. American langua^ but by 

:■ ■ ■ ■ ■■-i'' ■■■■ ■■ ^" ■ r \ -''^-'''rrv ' ' V ^' : :%'K- ^-^'-^^^ ^^^^^ 

learning the standard variety of the . language; of ..America ; while yet-retain- 

■^ '^;,;^ n;' ■ ^- ' ■ ■ ' ■■.7 : "■' '■'■V'(-C \^ -^-'^'^ 

■;;;'ing::xheir rovh.:^ ■■that^.ianguage:■ .-.u.-. -..iH., .■■''V'V^-S^^^^^^ 



